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        Marengo Elementary School Teacher, Emily Pryor, with Students, ca. 1925 
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Marengo School
By 1909 the area east of Fair Oaks Avenue was rapidly changing from groves and 

pastures to town lots, and new homes were going up almost daily. Residents were 
eager to have a school, but less eager to have one in their immediate neighborhood. 
Some property owners refused to sell land to the school board, and the people of 
Oneonta Park threatened a lawsuit if the board attempted to build there. Henry E. 
Huntington finally agreed to sell a lot at Marengo Avenue and Bank Street, but only 
on the condition that the school board not attempt to build in Oneonta Park,

The eight-room school opened in September 1910. It was surrounded by orange 
groves and had a streambed—the San Pasqual A rroyo—on its eastern border. Cross
ing the gully was a great adventure. Youngsters would slide down one bank and clam
ber up the other. Stratford Avenue eventually covered part of the arroyo, and from 
Oak Street to Huntington Drive an open concrete flume was built in the streambed. To 
the children this was the "sankey," a word corrupted from the Spanish zanja, or irriga
tion ditch. It was an ideal setting in which to play Paris Sewers.

In 1919 eighth-graders Ward Ritchie and Pat Kelley founded the Marengo Literary 
Leader, which sold for five cents a copy. A fellow eighth-grader, Lawrence Clark 
Powell, published his first writings in the paper. His contributions ranged from

prose sketches of the desert to a thrilling serial influenced by the Fu Manchu stories 
of Sax Rohmer.

Ward Ritchie established a fine press in 1932, setting up his first shop in a garage 
behind his family's home on Milan Avenue. The American Institute of Graphic Arts 
has honored the typographic excellence of many books designed and printed by Ward 
Ritchie. Over the years Ritchie published a number of Lawrence Clark Powell's books 
on literature, including The Alchem y o f Books, dedicated to the memory of Nellie 
Keith, South Pasadena's first city librarian.

Ritchie and Powell have both paid tribute to Mattaline Crabtree, who taught at 
Marengo for thirty-three years. Powell once described her as "a soft-spoken steel
gripped Kentucky mountain woman" and as one of the great teachers in his life. In a 
letter written soon after the death of Miss Crabtree, Powell said, "I never forgot the 
lessons she taught us in the third grade: that all men are brothers, that work and play 
can be richly blended, and that the more one gets from life the more he owes it in 
return. She had the true teacher's supreme gift of making study a joyful activity.''

When Marengo's mission-style building went up in 1910, it boasted cooled air, 
filtered water, and a hygienic drinking fountain. Fireproof, but not earthquake-resist
ant, the building was abandoned as unsafe in 1947 and demolished a year later. Classes 
continued in a temporary building until 1955, when Marengo erected six new class
rooms and a kindergarten building.

In 1961 Marengo became the first school in the state to make use of a portable 
classroom that could be folded, trucked to the site, and erected in twenty-four hours. 
The folded roof rose slowly into place when a large balloon was placed beneath it and 
inflated—a process likened by the Los Angeles Times to a poppy unfolding in the 
springtime. Installed as a temporary measure, the portable buildings at Marengo were 
finally abandoned in 1985 and replaced by a new wing with five classrooms and a 
learning lab.

South Pasadena 
Public Schools
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Until 1947 Marengo students attended classes in this mission-style schoolhouse. Cour
tesy of South Pasadena Public Library.

Emily Pryor, seated at the left, posed with her students at Marengo School around 
1925. Miss French is at the piano. Courtesy of Priscilla Roth Feigen.
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